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Abstract

The COVID‐19 pandemic has been an unprecedented public health emergency with

wide‐ranging psychological impacts. The resulting uncertainty surrounding employ-

ment, finance, and health could impact how individuals think about and pursue their

personal goals. Specifically, we anticipated that pandemic‐related goals would be

perceived as less controllable, presenting a unique opportunity to test effects of

controllability on self‐regulation. We elicited spontaneous self‐regulatory thought

(SRT) data for personal goals related and unrelated to COVID‐19, predicting that (A)

the relative prevalence of different SRT modes (e.g., dwelling, indulging, mental

contrasting) would differ between COVID‐related and unrelated goals; and (B) the

typical motivational benefit of mental contrasting (i.e., considering a desired

outcome followed by present obstacles) would be attenuated for COVID‐related

goals. As anticipated, UK‐resident adults (n = 288) judged COVID‐related goals such

as keeping one's family safe to be less controllable compared to unrelated goals, and

tended to engage different SRT modes (e.g., higher incidence of dwelling vs.

indulging). Mental contrasting occurred equally for both goal types, but when

predicting goal commitment, its typical beneficial effect was absent for COVID‐

related goals. Results are consistent with the proposition that low subjective control

influences both the cognitive processing of goals (i.e., promoting dwelling) and

subsequent motivational outcomes. This poses a challenge to current theory, calling

for greater emphasis on controllability as a contributing factor in self‐regulation and

goal pursuit.

1 | INTRODUCTION

The coronavirus (SARS‐2‐COVID‐19) pandemic has been an

unprecedented public health emergency in terms of its worldwide

reach and impact (World Health Organization, 2021). In the United

Kingdom, total cases have exceeded 20 million, with over 170,000

fatalities (see tracker by Dong et al., 2020) and repeated lockdowns

enforced to limit transmission of the virus (Barber et al., 2021).

Although most psychological research on COVID‐19 has focussed on

its detrimental effects on mental health (Huang & Zhao, 2020; Park

et al., 2021; Shamblaw et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020; Yan

et al., 2021), a pandemic on this scale also provides a unique test‐

bed to examine how previously recognized social cognitive mecha-

nisms operate under altered societal conditions (Bavel et al., 2020).

Specifically, the global and national context of uncertainty surround-

ing jobs, finance, and health could impact how individuals think about
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and pursue their personal goals (Kokkoris & Stavrova, 2021; Ritchie

et al., 2021). The current study utilized this unique, unstable societal

context to assess whether the mechanisms of self‐regulation (Armor

& Taylor, 1998; Oettingen, 2012) operate differently when indivi-

duals have low personal control over future outcomes (e.g., health of

relatives and job security), as compared against more controllable

goals.

The self‐regulatory strategy of mental contrasting has well‐

established benefits for the adoption of health behaviors, academic

attainment, and interpersonal relations (Cross & Sheffield, 2019;

Hauser, 2018; Mann et al., 2013; Oettingen, 2012). Hence, the

pandemic situation allowed us to assess whether perceived control-

lability, a variable that is important (Wallston, 1992; Weiner, 1985)

yet difficult to manipulate experimentally (Sheeran et al., 2003),

would alter the functional value of mental contrasting. To pre‐empt

the findings, we show that different forms of self‐regulatory thought

(SRT) predominate for controllable versus uncontrollable goals, and

that the usual motivational effect of mental contrasting is notably

absent for COVID‐related (uncontrollable) goals. We argue that these

results call for a revision of key theories in the field of health and

social psychology (Gollwitzer & Oettingen, 2012; Oettingen, 2012).

1.1 | SRT: A brief overview

Motivational and cognitive drivers of goal attainment have been

studied across many behavioral domains (e.g., Gollwitzer &

Sheeran, 2006; Mann et al., 2013; Oettingen, 2012; Pham &

Taylor, 1999; Sevincer et al., 2017). It is widely agreed that merely

harboring a goal, or having high expectations, does not ensure

success. Rather, goal attainment also depends on the use of self‐

regulatory strategies operating on the level of conscious, deliberative

thought (Conroy et al., 2015; Gollwitzer & Sheeran, 2006;

Oettingen, 2000, 2012; Pham & Taylor, 1999). The form of a

person's goal‐related thoughts can influence the steps they take and

ultimately dictate their degree of success, from academic grades

(Pham & Taylor, 1999) to controlling one's alcohol consumption

(Conroy et al., 2015).

Fantasy realization theory (Oettingen, 1996, 2000, 2012) defines

several SRT modes, including dwelling solely on obstacles to success;

indulging positive fantasies about ideal outcomes; and mental

contrasting, a combination of the previous two. Mental contrasting

entails considering a desired future state, followed by present

obstacles to fulfillment (Oettingen, 2000), and is held to be superior

to either dwelling or indulging. This is because contrasting desired

future and present reality—in that order—brings motivation and

performance into alignment with one's underlying expectations of

success (Oettingen, 2012). Where expectations are high, motivation

and behavior are reinforced; where they are low, one is likely to

disengage from the goal in favor of other pursuits (Muraven &

Baumeister, 2000; Oettingen, 2012). This expectancy‐dependent

effect has been found in a range of domains (e.g., health behaviors,

academic attainment, interpersonal relations; Cross & Sheffield, 2019;

Hauser, 2018; Mann et al., 2013; Oettingen, 2012). For instance, a

person wishing to lose weight might consider the benefits of

achieving that goal, followed by the obstacles posed by their current

situation (e.g., sedentary lifestyle). The use of mental contrasting

would either boost or attenuate motivation depending on how they

viewed their chances of success (Oettingen & Wadden, 1991).

Instead of manipulating SRT modes, some studies have examined

their “spontaneous” emergence when people freely describe their

goals without specific instructions (Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013;

Sevincer et al., 2017). This enables a more naturalistic snapshot of

self‐regulatory processes, allowing researchers to establish whether

the same motivational differences persist for naturally occurring SRT

modes. Sevincer and Oettingen (2013) found across three studies

that 9%–27% of individuals spontaneously engaged in mental

contrasting when asked to describe current interpersonal or

academic goals. Importantly, mental contrasting conveyed the same

motivational benefit in this context as when experimentally induced:

Participants showed a stronger positive relationship between

expectation and indicators of goal striving than those who simply

indulged in positive fantasies (e.g., “I expect to come top of my class”),

dwelled on present obstacles (“My current living situation is really

disrupting my studies”), or contrasted the two with the present reality

first (i.e., reverse contrasting; Oettingen, 2012).

Sevincer and Oettingen (2013) noted that the paradigm could be

utilized to explore differences in spontaneous SRT according to

personal and contextual factors, yet such work remains scarce (see

Sevincer et al., 2017). The present study aims to further this line of

inquiry by examining the mechanisms of spontaneous SRT in a novel

context characterized by unstable societal conditions.

1.2 | Goals and self‐regulation during the
pandemic: What has changed?

First, it is important to note that goals have been conceptualized in

contrasting ways within psychological research. While fantasy

realization theory (Oettingen, 2000, 2012) generally takes goals to

be discrete, positive future states (but see Brodersen &

Oettingen, 2017), other literature emphasizes the ongoing manage-

ment of affect and behavior in the face of adversity (i.e., coping;

Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; S. E. Taylor &

Schneider, 1989). S. E. Taylor and Schneider (1989) discuss how

mental simulation underwrites the coping process by enabling people

to anticipate stressful events, thereby avoiding them altogether or

adjusting their own emotional response to limit their negative impact

(cf. Baumeister et al., 2016; Rothbaum et al., 1982). Protecting

oneself thus against negative outcomes—like striving for positive

incentives—is an integral part of adaptive behavior (i.e., approach‐

avoidance; Elliot, 2006). From this perspective, goal pursuit may be

viewed as the activity of managing simultaneous, competing

concerns, discrete or continuous (Emmons, 1986; Klinger &

Cox, 2011; Milyavskaya & Werner, 2018) and positive or negative

in valence (Elliot, 2006; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000; Higgins, 1998).
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During the COVID‐19 pandemic, individuals might acquire new,

crisis‐specific goals (e.g., coping with social isolation; Bland et al., 2020)

while continuing to pursue other, unrelated goals that remain valid

incentives for behavior (e.g., losing weight; Oettingen & Wadden, 1991).

Given the overwhelmingly negative nature of people's appraisals and

emotional responses to the pandemic (Shamblaw et al., 2021; S. Taylor

et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020; Zacher & Rudolph, 2021), one would

expect many COVID‐related goals to be negatively motivated ongoing

concerns (e.g., negotiating prolonged threats to one's health and financial

security). Feelings of personal control are also an important aspect to

consider in this context (Rothbaum et al., 1982; Russell, 1982; Sheeran

et al., 2003). Infectious diseases pose an unpredictable external threat

(Pappas et al., 2009), and in the case of COVID‐19, its rapid spread,

relatively high mortality rate, and uncertainties surrounding transmission

have contributed to widespread fear of the virus (Ahorsu et al., 2020).

One would therefore expect COVID‐related goals to be accompanied by

low perceived control (Russell, 1982; Sheeran et al., 2003) and a tendency

toward avoidance motivation (Elliot, 2006; Zacher & Rudolph, 2021). If

one perceives the pandemic to be fundamentally uncontrollable, one's

associated goals and concerns may be forlorn hopes lacking a sense of

agency. The pandemic, therefore, presented an unparalleled opportunity

to conduct a natural experiment on the role of perceived control in self‐

regulation and goal pursuit (cf. Russell, 1982; Sheeran et al., 2003;

Thurber & Weisz, 1997).

1.3 | The present study

This study investigated the occurrence and motivational conse-

quences of different SRT modes for two types of goals: COVID‐

related goals (perceived to be relatively uncontrollable) and COVID‐

unrelated goals (perceived to be more controllable). Our principal

question was whether this difference in controllability would produce

contrasting patterns of results. We tested this by examining the

spontaneous prevalence of particular SRT modes (mental contrasting,

dwelling, etc.) for the two‐goal types (cf. Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013)

and assessing whether the typical motivational benefit of mental

contrasting would extend to this novel context (cf. Cross &

Sheffield, 2019; Hauser, 2018; Oettingen, 2012). We used a cross‐

sectional online survey to obtain information on participants' most

important goal or concern related to the ongoing COVID‐19 pandemic

and their most important goal or concern unrelated to the pandemic.

To our knowledge, this is the first study to compare goals from

two concurrent domains within participants, while capturing SRT as it

naturally occurs (cf. H. B. Kappes et al., 2011; Sevincer &

Oettingen, 2013; Sevincer et al., 2017). Examining goals both related

and unrelated to COVID‐19 allows us to probe differences in

cognitive style (i.e., engagement of particular SRT modes) and

associated patterns of motivation (i.e., impact on the expectation‐

commitment relation) for the same individuals, contingent upon the

type of goal. More broadly, the study has the potential to show how

major societal events can be harnessed to inform (and potentially

modify) well‐established psychological theory.

1.4 | Hypotheses

There were two main study hypotheses. First, the relative prevalence

of the different SRT modes (dwelling, indulging, mental contrasting,

and reverse contrasting; Oettingen, 2012) was expected to differ

between the two goal types. It is conceivable, based on the literature

reviewed above, that the pandemic would cause people to adopt new

concerns that are largely negative in nature (e.g., avoiding the virus)

over which they feel little personal control (Park et al., 2021;

Russell, 1982). However, there is no clear precedent for specific

predictions as to the patterning of the four SRT modes in each

condition, therefore these analyses should be regarded as

exploratory.

Second, we expected to replicate typical findings on spontane-

ous mental contrasting for COVID‐unrelated goals (i.e., an enhanced

positive relationship between expectations of success and goal

commitment; Oettingen, 2000, 2012). This would be consistent with

previous research showing the same motivational effect across life

domains and contextual factors such as mood (H. B. Kappes

et al., 2011; Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013). Conversely, for COVID‐

related goals, where we anticipate lower controllability ratings, it is

unclear how mentally contrasting an outcome (e.g., remaining

uninfected) with present obstacles (e.g., ongoing infection risk)

should benefit motivation. Instead, where obstacles to success are

unpredictable or overwhelming, the usual mechanisms by which

mental contrasting operates will be disrupted, reducing its efficacy

(cf. A. Kappes & Oettingen, 2014; A. Kappes et al., 2013).

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Participants

We used Prolific Online (https://www.prolific.co/) to recruit a cross‐

sectional survey sample rapidly according to specific pre‐screening

parameters. The target demographic was adults resident in the

United Kingdom with no recent health problems, since pandemic

severity varied between countries (Pearce et al., 2020) and current

illness/poor health status have been shown to influence psychologi-

cal responses to the pandemic (Wang et al., 2020). Data were

collected between May 6th and May 13th, 2020, hence all

participants were currently subject to UK government lockdown

restrictions, yet not experiencing direct medical effects of the virus

nor any other acute illness.

A target sample size of 275 was determined based on

comparable online studies of spontaneous mental contrasting

(Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013; Study 1; Sevincer et al., 2017). Of

290 participants recruited through Prolific, two were excluded as

they gave over‐consistent numerical responses (e.g., a rating of “1” on

all 7‐point Likert scales) and/or explicitly declined to describe any

goals. The final sample of 288 comprised 200 females, 83 males and

five other gender identities/undisclosed (mean ± SD age = 31.1 ± 11.4

years). This provides estimated power of 85% to detect small effects
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in multiple regression (R2 change = 0.03; Faul et al., 2007). Partici-

pants were compensated £1.60 for their time (standard hourly rate

of £8.00).

2.2 | Design

The study employed a cross‐sectional repeated measures design,

with each participant providing data on one goal of each type

(COVID‐related, COVID‐unrelated). Chi‐square and logistic regres-

sion analyses were used to probe associations between goal type

and SRT mode. Hierarchical multiple regression was used to

examine relationships between expectations and commitment,

using a dummy‐coded, binary predictor of SRT mode (mental

contrasting vs. all other modes) and an interaction term of

expectations by SRT mode to assess the expectancy‐dependent

effect of mental contrasting (following Sevincer &

Oettingen, 2013). Participants also completed several control

measures, described below. The main analyses were pre‐registered

at https://aspredicted.org/LBE_TIH.

2.3 | Materials and procedure

The survey was administered online via Qualtrics, with participants

redirected automatically from the Prolific site. It was presented as a

survey on “attitudes and experiences during the COVID‐19 pan-

demic,” omitting any mention of SRT or mental contrasting while

remaining transparent about the general topic. Participants

were given a summary of what would be required and asked to

provide informed consent before beginning the survey. Answers

were required for every section, with reminders appearing if any

fields were left blank. Approximate survey duration was advertised as

12min, based on prior piloting of materials. Upon completion,

participants were debriefed regarding study aims and hypotheses

and their data were automatically saved on Qualtrics and later

transferred to password‐protected offline storage for analysis.

2.3.1 | Goal processing measures

Thants' COVID‐related and COVID‐unrelated goals, one after the

other in separate question blocks. Block order was randomized. In the

COVID‐related block, participants were asked to state a current goal

in response to the following instruction:

The COVID‐19 crisis is currently impacting many areas of

public life as well as individuals' personal lives. Please

state the personal goal or concern relating to the

COVID‐19 crisis that is most on your mind at present.

In the COVID‐unrelated block, the corresponding instruc-

tion was:

Please state the personal goal or concern unrelated to

the COVID‐19 crisis that is most on your mind at

present.

Otherwise, all measures were identical across the two blocks.

The phrase “personal goal or concern” was formulated deliberately to

encompass both discrete achievement goals and ongoing personal

concerns (Austin & Vancouver, 1996), on the assumption that the

latter may be particularly prevalent in the pandemic context. In other

respects, instructions were closely modeled on those of Sevincer and

Oettingen (2013).

After stating each goal, participants rated their associated

expectations of success (“How LIKELY do you think it is that you

will realize this goal/resolve this concern?”) and incentive value

(“How IMPORTANT is it to you to realize this goal/resolve this

concern?”) on a 7‐point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 7

(Very much so). A single‐item measure of controllability (“To what

extent do you feel you have CONTROL over realizing this goal/

resolving this concern?”), on the same 7‐point scale, was included as a

manipulation check.

Participants were then asked to elaborate by writing about any

aspects of the stated goal that came to mind, with no time or word

limit, as in the studies by Sevincer and Oettingen (2013). Finally,

participants answered five 7‐point Likert items to give a combined

index of goal commitment. This included two negatively worded

items (“How disappointed would you feel/how hard would it be for

you if you did not realize this goal?”) and three positively worded

items (“How determined are you/how hard will you try/how

energized do you feel to realize this goal?”) taken from previous

research (Oettingen, 2000; Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013).

2.3.2 | Control measures

The second part of the survey asked participants about their daily news

media exposure (estimated in hours and minutes; de Vreese &

Neijens, 2016) and overall level of concern regarding the pandemic

(10‐point Likert, 1 =Not at all concerned, 10 = Intensely concerned; cf. Cox

& Klinger, 2004). Finally, participants gave a binary response regarding

clinical vulnerability (“Do you have any pre‐existing medical conditions

which might increase the risk posed to you by COVID‐19?”).

2.3.3 | Coding of goal elaborations

Goal elaborations were first segmented into a number of statements

(i.e., distinct syntactic units), which were then coded as either

“desired future,” “present reality,” or “other” (examples given in

Appendix). The entire elaboration was then classified into one of five

categories (mental contrasting, reverse contrasting, indulging, dwell-

ing, or other) according to the coding and order of the statements

(i.e., mental contrasting = desired future followed by present reality,

and so on; H. B. Kappes et al., 2011; Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013).
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The full data set was coded in this way by an independent rater, blind

to the two goal conditions, and a 25% random sample recoded by the

first author. Initial interrater agreement for category classification

was 72% (κ = 0.62), with a further 26% agreed upon through

subsequent discussion. The remaining 2% of elaborations were

coded as “other.” The first rater then reviewed their classifications for

the remaining data to ensure consistency.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Descriptive and preliminary analyses

Table 1 displays mean expectations, incentive value, controllability, and

commitment for both goal types (COVID‐related, COVID‐unrelated).

Means for expectations and incentive value were above the midpoint in

both cases, indicating that participants chose to describe goals they

viewed as both realistic and important (in line with Sevincer &

Oettingen, 2013). Comparisons between goal types revealed that

expectations were significantly higher for COVID‐unrelated goals

(p=0.001; Table 1); hence, participants viewed these as more achievable.

Controllability ratings also differed, with COVID‐related goals generally

viewed as somewhat uncontrollable (mean =3.43, below scale midpoint)

and COVID‐unrelated goals rated as moderately controllable (mean =

4.79, above scale midpoint, p<0.001; Table 1). Commitment ratings were

high for both goal types.

Consistent with previous research (Oettingen, 2000; Sevincer &

Oettingen, 2013), expectations were positively correlated with

incentive value for both COVID‐related goals (r = 0.28, p < 0.001)

and COVID‐unrelated goals (r = 0.31, p < 0.001).

After excluding 18 outliers with univariate scores further than

2.5 SD from the mean (remaining N = 270), participants generated an

average of 6.16 statements for COVID‐related goal elaborations

(SD = 3.35) and 5.30 statements for COVID‐unrelated elaborations

(SD = 2.66); more statements were therefore generated for COVID‐

related goals (t[269] = 4.23, p < 0.001).

Table 2 displays sample characteristics, including demographics

(age, gender) and control measures (daily media exposure, overall

concern regarding COVID‐19, and medical vulnerability). Levels of

overall concern were moderately high in the sample, with a mean

value of 7.30 (above scale midpoint). The majority of participants

(85.4%) reported that they did not have any specific medical

vulnerability to COVID‐19.

3.2 | Exploratory analysis of goal type and
SRT mode

Table 3 shows the frequency of each SRT mode in the sample, for

COVID‐related and COVID‐unrelated goals (“other” covers elabora-

tions that did not fit into any other category). Dwelling was the most

common thought mode for COVID‐related goals (41%), followed by

TABLE 1 Mean (standard deviation) expectations, incentive value, controllability, and commitment for COVID‐related and COVID‐
unrelated goals

Condition Expectations (1–7) Incentive value (1–7) Controllability (1–7) Commitment (5–35)

COVID‐related 4.63 (1.60) 6.19 (1.15) 3.43 (1.92) 29.35 (5.26)a

COVID‐unrelated 5.05 (1.38) 6.07 (1.12) 4.79 (1.67) 28.78 (4.93)

Mean difference −0.417** 0.122 −1.36*** 0.521

Note: **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
aTwo outliers (>2.5 SD from mean) removed, i.e., N = 286.

TABLE 2 Participant characteristics (demographics and control measures)

Age (Years) Gender Media exposure (mins/day) COVID concern (1–10) Vulnerability
Mean (SD) F M Other Mean (SD) Mean (SD) No Yes

Raw value 31.1 (11.4) 200 83 5 100.2 (113.5) 7.31 (1.84) 246 42

% ‐ 69.4 28.8 1.7 ‐ ‐ 85.4 14.6

TABLE 3 Frequency of self‐regulatory thought modes for COVID‐related and COVID‐unrelated goals

Self‐regulatory thought mode Dwelling Indulging Mental contrasting Reverse contrasting Other
Condition N % N % N % N % N %

COVID‐related 118 41.0 66 22.9 49 17.0 40 13.9 15 5.2

Unrelated 75 26.0 105 36.5 49 17.0 42 14.6 17 5.9

Note: Total N for both goal types = 288.
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indulging (22.9%); this pattern was reversed for COVID‐unrelated

goals (indulging: 36.5%; dwelling: 26%). Moreover, 191 of 288

participants (66%) engaged different modes of thought when describ-

ing their COVID‐related and COVID‐unrelated goals. We therefore

tested for an association between goal type (COVID‐related, COVID‐

unrelated) and SRT category (dwelling, indulging, etc.). Such an

association was evident (χ2[4] = 18.65, p = 0.001). Examining standard-

ized residuals (Agresti, 2013; Sharpe, 2015) indicated that the relative

frequencies of dwelling (z = ±4.65, p < 0.001) and indulging (z = ±4.24,

p < 0.001) contributed significantly to this association, whereas the

other modes did not (zs < ±0.37, ns).

Logistic regression performed in R (R Core Team, 2022; Field

et al., 2012) further demonstrated that the odds of a dwelling

response were higher for both COVID‐related (OR = 2.12, p < 0.001)

and less controllable goals (OR = 0.516, p < 0.001; see Table 4).

Conversely, the odds of an indulging response were higher for

COVID‐unrelated (OR = 0.483, p < 0.001) and more controllable goals

(OR = 1.592, p < 0.001; see Table 5). The two predictors did not

interact in either model (ps > 0.3, ns).

When “other” elaborations were excluded and dwelling, indulg-

ing, and reverse contrasting combined (producing a dichotomous

measure; Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013), mental contrasting was

equally frequent for both goal types (17%; χ2[1] = 0.002, p = 0.97).

The association between goal type and SRT mode therefore reflects

differences in the prevalence of dwelling and indulging, rather than

mental contrasting.

No associations were found between dichotomous SRT mode

and survey block order (χ2[1] < 0.15, p > 0.70), or medical vulnera-

bility (χ2[1] < 2.31, p > 0.13), for either goal type. However, an

association was evident between SRT mode and gender, specifi-

cally for COVID‐related goals (χ2[1] = 4.99, p = 0.026). Here, 22% of

females mentally contrasted, versus only 10% of males (five

individuals reporting other genders were not included here due to

small cell counts). For COVID‐unrelated goals, this pattern was

absent (χ2[1] = 0.49, p = 0.48).

In sum, exploratory analysis of SRT mode frequencies suggests

that while mental contrasting occurred with equal frequency for both

goal types, dwelling occurred more frequently for COVID‐related

(and less controllable) goals and indulging occurred more frequently

for unrelated (and more controllable) goals. There may also be gender

differences in the tendency to spontaneously engage mental

contrasting.

TABLE 4 Hierarchical logistic
regression model predicting incidence of
dwelling self‐regulatory thought (SRT)

Model Included B(SE) z p
95% CI for odds ratio
Lower Point Upper

1 Constant −1.044 (0.134) −7.774 <0.001

Relatedness 0.679 (0.180) 3.771 <0.001 1.388 1.972 2.813

2 Constant −1.141 (0.146) −7.837 <0.001

Relatedness 0.752 (0.191) 3.936 <0.001 1.464 2.121 3.098

Controllability −0.662 (0.140) −4.716 <0.001 0.389 0.516 0.676

Relatedness ×
controllability

0.173 (0.190) 0.909 0.364 0.819 1.189 1.730

Note: Deviance criterion used to assess model fit improvement (Field et al., 2012); χ2(2) = 39.2,
p < 0.0001.

TABLE 5 Hierarchical logistic
regression model predicting incidence of
indulging self‐regulatory thought (SRT)

Model Included B(SE) z p
95% CI for odds ratio
Lower Point Upper

1 Constant −0.555 (0.122) −4.538 <0.001

Relatedness −0.656 (0.186) −3.532 <0.001 0.450 0.519 0.728

2 Constant −0.587 (0.127) −4.635 <0.001

Relatedness −0.727 (0.198) −3.672 <0.001 0.326 0.483 0.710

Controllability 0.465 (0.134) 3.467 <0.001 1.231 1.592 2.086

Relatedness ×
controllability

0.156 (0.199) 0.787 0.431 0.791 1.169 1.730

Note: Deviance criterion used to assess model fit improvement (Field et al., 2012); χ2(2)= 32.0,

p < 0.0001.
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3.3 | Predicting commitment for COVID‐related
and COVID‐unrelated goals

3.3.1 | Bivariate analysis:

Bivariate analyses revealed positive relationships between expecta-

tions and commitment for both COVID‐related (r = 0.31, p < 0.001)

and COVID‐unrelated goals (r = 0.29, p < 0.001), in line with previous

research (Oettingen, 2000; Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013). Overall

concern regarding COVID‐19 was also positively related to commit-

ment for both goal types (rs > 0.15, ps < 0.05). For COVID‐related

goals, commitment also showed positive relationships with controlla-

bility (r = 0.14, p = 0.017) and daily media exposure (square root

transformation; r = 0.12, p = 0.046). These measures were therefore

included in subsequent regression models.

Commitment scores were not related to participants' age for

either goal type (rs < 0.06, ps > 0.33); nor to the number of

statements generated (rs < 0.10, ps > 0.12). Furthermore, no reliable

differences were found by dichotomous gender (ts < 1.70, ps > 0.09)

or vulnerability (ts < 1.73, ps > 0.09). These measures are disregarded

hereafter.

3.3.2 | Confirmatory multiple regression

The first hierarchical regression model (Table 6) predicted

commitment scores for COVID‐related goals. In the first step,

we entered relevant control predictors as identified above; of

these, controllability (b = 0.460, p = 0.005) and overall concern

(b = 0.524, p = 0.003) contributed significantly to the model

(R2 = 0.065, p < 0.001). In the second step, dichotomous SRT

mode (dummy coded; 0 = mental contrasting, 1 = other modes)

and expectations (mean‐centered; Aiken & West, 1991) were

entered as additional predictors. Only expectations contributed

significantly to the model (b = 1.057, R2 change = 0.081,

p < 0.001). In the final step, the interaction of SRT mode and

expectations was added (Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013), explaining

no additional variance (b = −0.023, R2 change < 0.001, p = 0.965).

The final model explained 14.5% of variance in commitment

scores for COVID‐related goals.

The second model (Table 7) predicted commitment scores for

COVID‐unrelated goals. In Step 1, overall concern was entered as a

single control predictor, producing a significant model (R2 = 0.026,

p = 0.007). In Step 2, dichotomous SRT mode and expectations were

added to the model; only expectations contributed significantly

(b = 1.043, R2 change = 0.093, p < 0.001). In the third step, the

interaction of SRT mode and expectations was added, in this case

explaining significant additional variance (b = −1.104, R2 change =

0.014, p = 0.040). This indicates an expectancy‐dependent effect of

mental contrasting in line with previous research (Sevincer &

Oettingen, 2013)1. The final model explained 13.3% of variance in

commitment scores for COVID‐unrelated goals.

To summarize, the expectancy‐dependent effect of mental

contrasting in predicting goal commitment (Oettingen, 2000, 2012;

TABLE 6 Hierarchical regression
model predicting commitment for COVID‐
related goals

Model
step R2 R2 change p Predictor B SE(B) β p

1 0.065 0.065 <0.001 Controllability 0.460 0.164 0.168 0.005

Media exposurea 0.113 0.088 0.079 0.196

Overall concern 0.524 0.176 0.182 0.003

2 0.145 0.081 <0.001 Controllability 0.046 0.178 0.017 0.797

Media exposurea 0.117 0.084 0.082 0.164

Overall concern 0.571 0.169 0.198 0.001

Self‐regulatory
thought

(SRT) mode

0.502 0.784 0.037 0.522

Expectations 1.057 0.213 0.321 <0.001

3 0.145 <0.001 0.965 Controllability 0.046 0.178 0.017 0.797

Media exposurea 0.118 0.084 0.082 0.165

Overall concern 0.570 0.171 0.198 0.001

SRT mode 0.501 0.786 0.037 0.524

Expectations 1.076 0.481 0.327 0.026

SRT mode ×

expectations

−0.023 0.516 −0.006 0.965

Note: Included N = 270.
aSquare root transformed before regression.
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Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013; Sevincer et al., 2017) was only evident

in this sample when analyzing goals unrelated to the COVID‐19

pandemic. This pattern is presented graphically in Figures 1 and 2.

For COVID‐related goals (Figure 1), the positive expectation‐

commitment relationship differs minimally across SRT modes (except

for reverse contrasting). For COVID‐unrelated goals (Figure 2),

mental contrasting demonstrates the steepest positive slope of all

four thought modes.

TABLE 7 Hierarchical regression
model predicting commitment for COVID‐
unrelated goals

Model
step R2 R2 change p Predictor B SE(B) β p

1 0.026 0.026 0.007 Overall concern 0.429 0.159 0.162 0.007

2 0.119 0.093 <0.001 Overall concern 0.441 0.153 0.167 0.004

Self‐regulatory
thought
(SRT) mode

−1.043 0.729 −0.083 0.154

Expectations 1.043 0.201 0.299 <0.001

3 0.133 0.014 0.040 Overall concern 0.458 0.153 0.173 0.003

SRT mode −1.221 0.729 −0.097 0.095

Expectations 1.963 0.489 0.562 <0.001

SRT mode ×
expectations

−1.104 0.536 −0.288 0.040

Note: Included N = 271.

F IGURE 1 COVID‐related goals:
Regression lines for the effect of expectations
on commitment by self‐regulatory thought
(SRT) mode

F IGURE 2 COVID‐unrelated goals:
Regression lines for the effect of expectations
on commitment by self‐regulatory thought
(SRT) mode

8 | MCCLURE AND COLE



4 | DISCUSSION

The present study investigated spontaneous SRT and goal commit-

ment for two goal types expected to differ in terms of perceived

controllability. This was achieved by examining everyday goal pursuit

during the COVID‐19 pandemic (cf. Kokkoris & Stavrova, 2021;

Ritchie et al., 2021). A well‐powered sample of UK‐resident adults

completed an online survey, reporting information on their single

most important COVID‐related and COVID‐unrelated personal goals.

We expected the incidence of different spontaneous SRT modes to

differ between goal types, since COVID‐related goals would often

concern negative possibilities (e.g., the threat of catching the virus;

Bacon & Corr, 2020; Zacher & Rudolph, 2021) that fall outside one's

personal control (Park et al., 2021; Russell, 1982; Thurber &

Weisz, 1997). We also predicted that mental contrasting would have

an attenuated effect on the expectation‐commitment relation

(Oettingen, 2000) for COVID‐related goals.

The data provided some support for both hypotheses. First, while

mental contrasting occurred with equal frequency across goal types

(17% of responses, comparable to Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013),

differences emerged in the prevalence of the other modes, with

dwelling predominating for COVID‐related goals (41% of responses) and

indulging, for unrelated goals (36.5%). This equates to a more‐than‐

doubling of the odds of dwelling in the former case, and a similar

increase in indulging in the latter. Moreover, perceived controllability

influenced the odds of both dwelling (negatively) and indulging

(positively), regardless of goal type. These additive effects imply that

our manipulation successfully captured differences in perceived control,

albeit not absolutely, enabling us to identify two distinct self‐regulatory

patterns occurring simultaneously for goals of different types.

Second, the typical motivational effect of mental contrasting

(Oettingen, 2000, 2012) was not consistently replicated in our study.

After controlling for the independent effect of expectations, the

anticipated interaction was absent when predicting commitment for

COVID‐related goals (β = −0.006, p > 0.05), but evident for COVID‐

unrelated goals (β = −0.288, p < 0.05). These results support the

proposition that SRT may function differently in cases where perceived

control is unusually low (cf. Cross & Sheffield, 2019; Oettingen, 2012).

By examining goals related and unrelated to an unfolding societal

crisis, our study has identified real‐time differences in cognitive and

motivational aspects of goal pursuit (Gollwitzer & Oettingen, 2012;

Milyavskaya & Werner, 2018) between domains where individuals

feel differing levels of control over the respective outcomes. We now

seek to explain and evaluate these differences, drawing on previous

literature on self‐regulation, coping, and the psychological effects of

COVID‐19.

4.1 | Self‐regulatory differences during COVID‐19:
A question of control?

Analysis of controllability ratings for the two‐goal types confirmed

the anticipated difference, with COVID‐unrelated goals rated as

much more controllable (cf. Sheldon & Elliot, 1998). COVID‐related

goals garnered a mean rating below the scale midpoint, indicating

that participants felt a low absolute level of control over these

outcomes (e.g., “I want my family to stay healthy… My children don't

live with me, so I can't influence it directly”). This may partially reflect

a general disparity in perceived control over health‐related versus

non‐health‐related events (Lau & Ware, 1981; Wallston, 1992),

besides the specific psychological challenges of the pandemic

(Panayiotou et al., 2021; Pappas et al., 2009).

Logistic regression further revealed that controllability influ-

enced the form of a person's thoughts about their goals over and

above the effect of goal type. The odds of dwelling almost halved for

every point increase in controllability (1–7 Likert), while the odds of

indulging increased by over 50%. Hence, though goal type may not

represent a “pure” manipulation, this provides converging evidence

by showing a direct link between perceived control and patterns of

spontaneous SRT (cf. H. B. Kappes et al., 2011; Sevincer et al., 2017).

In other words, controllability predicts the cognitive processing of

goals in the absence of specific instructions; and our manipulation

captures a broad, within‐subjects difference on this characteristic.

Moreover, the results are novel in that they highlight the application

of other SRT modes, which are often thrown together or overlooked

in a literature focused around mental contrasting (Oettingen, 2012;

Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013; Sevincer et al., 2017). With this in mind,

we next consider how links between SRT mode and goal commitment

may depend upon controllability.

4.2 | Goal commitment under conditions of limited
control

Divergent commitment results for the two goal types may be

attributable to the difference in controllability identified above.

Expectations predicted commitment for both goal types as antici-

pated (Oettingen, 2000; Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013), yet when

mental contrasting was engaged without an accompanying feeling of

personal control (i.e., for COVID‐related goals), its usual expectancy‐

dependent effect was absent. This may reflect suppression of the

cognitive mechanisms of mental contrasting (A. Kappes &

Oettingen, 2014; A. Kappes et al., 2013), and/or enhanced motiva-

tional effects of the other SRT modes, under conditions of limited

control.

Considering the first possibility, mental contrasting entails the

relational processing of a desired future and a present reality

(Oettingen et al., 2001). Where expectations are high, associative

links are formed such that aspects of the present situation become

drivers for goal‐directed action (A. Kappes & Oettingen, 2014; A.

Kappes et al., 2013), increasing goal commitment. However, the

present results show that COVID‐related goals were viewed as

fundamentally less controllable than COVID‐unrelated goals

(Russell, 1982; Thurber & Weisz, 1997). Thus, despite an equal

prevalence of “mental contrasting” responses, low perceived control

might have disrupted the relational processing of desired future and
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present reality, reducing its expectancy‐dependent effect. The

expectation‐commitment relationship under mental contrasting was

significant for both goal types, yet this corresponded to a

conventional large effect (Cohen, 1988) for COVID‐unrelated goals

(r[49] = 0.50, p < 0.001) and only a medium effect for COVID‐related

goals (r[49] = 0.36, p = 0.013). Since the subgroups were small and

partially overlapping, we did not directly compare these effects.

Nonetheless, it is plausible that participants struggled to see

uncontrollable, COVID‐related outcomes as contingent upon their

present actions, even when both aspects were considered in the

requisite order (cf. Oettingen et al., 2001), thereby attenuating the

benefit of this strategy.

A second, compatible possibility is that the other SRT modes

operated differently for COVID‐related goals. For instance, some

participants might have found solace in mentally “accentuating

the positive” after realizing that pandemic‐related events were

outside their direct control—hence receiving the label of indulging

in the present methodology (e.g., fantasizing about a rapid return to

social interaction). This could be construed as an application of

secondary control (Rothbaum et al., 1982; Thurber & Weisz, 1997)—

moderating one's response to uncontrollable external events—which

is an important aspect of coping (Armor & Taylor, 1998; Baumeister

et al., 2016). Numerical comparison of effect sizes (Cohen, 1988) is

consistent with this possibility: The estimated coefficient for the

expectation‐commitment relationship for those indulging about their

COVID‐related goals (r[66] = 0.35, p = 0.004) was more than twice that

found for indulging about COVID‐unrelated goals (r[105] = 0.16,

p = 0.10, ns).

Collectively, our results on SRT modes and commitment effects

present a nuanced picture of the influence of subjective control on

cognitive and motivational aspects of goal pursuit. COVID‐related goals

were typically less controllable and hence more likely to evoke

pessimistic, dwelling responses (Park et al., 2021; Zacher &

Rudolph, 2021); yet those that were relatively more controllable often

evoked other modes, such as indulging and mental contrasting, despite

the negative circumstances (Baumeister et al., 2016; Rothbaum

et al., 1982). Furthermore, different downstream motivational patterns

were found for the two goal types, with the usual benefit of

spontaneous mental contrasting notably absent for COVID‐related

(uncontrollable) goals. These findings present a novel contribution to the

literature (Oettingen, 2012; Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013; Sevincer

et al., 2017) and highlight the need to update existing theoretical models

to account for the influence of controllability.

4.3 | Implications for theories of goal pursuit

Our findings concerning spontaneous SRT mode occurrence highlight

controllability as an important environmental determinant of SRT,

distinct from internal variables such as mood or personality traits

(Bacon & Corr, 2020; H. B. Kappes et al., 2011; Kokkoris &

Stavrova, 2021; Sevincer et al., 2017). Moreover, our commitment

results challenge the assumption that mental contrasting is always a

superior motivational strategy (Oettingen, 2012). Confirmatory

analyses demonstrated the typical advantage only for pandemic‐

unrelated goals (which were perceived as more controllable). Hence,

investigating goal pursuit during COVID‐19 not only poses a

contextually specific exception to fantasy realization theory

(Oettingen,1996, 2000, 2012), but also highlights a wider theoretical

limitation: The theory struggles to explain individuals' motivation in

cases where they have little direct control over important outcomes.

For instance, health outcomes like a prognosis or the success of a

medical intervention are often beyond one's control (Lau &Ware, 1981;

Wallston, 1992). The desired future, in this context, might be a positive

health outcome. However, if one knows one's present actions cannot

change the outcome, no amount of mental contrasting (nor any other

motivational strategy) will illuminate a path to success. Consider the

following case: “I hope I don't have cancer, but I've got a suspicious

lump.” Here, an ideal future is juxtaposed with an inconducive present

reality, as per the theory (Oettingen, 2000, 2012); yet one cannot

mentally circumvent the lump and thereby ensure the absence of

cancer. Arguably, an uncontrollable threat to one's desired future can

only be acknowledged and accepted.

How might one take a positive approach in a fundamentally

uncontrollable context? In such cases, different forms of SRT might

be more adaptive (Baumeister et al., 2016; Sheppes et al., 2014). For

example, one might adopt a “bracing” approach before hearing from a

medical consultant, thereby employing secondary control to moder-

ate one's reaction to an uncontrollable possible negative outcome

(Shepperd et al., 2000; K. M. Taylor & Shepperd, 1998). This would

entail focussing on outcomes and one's anticipated reactions to them

(i.e., affective forecasting; Wilson & Gilbert, 2005), rather than forging

links with the present as in mental contrasting (A. Kappes &

Oettingen, 2014). Similarly, indulging in positive fantasies—typically

unhelpful to goal pursuit (Oettingen et al., 2001)—could be beneficial

to motivation in this context (in line with Panayiotou et al., 2021, who

showed a benefit of short‐term denial on quality of life in Cypriot

students during COVID‐19). Moreover, when one desired outcome is

uncontrollable, the pleasurable impact of positive fantasy (Gilbert &

Wilson, 2007) might have a positive knock‐on effect on one's

progress toward other goals (Carver, 2003; Wrosch et al., 2003).

Crucially, to our knowledge, mental contrasting research has so far

omitted to measure the subjective controllability of goals. Instead, the

literature assumes that perceptions of control are a facet of expectations

(Gollwitzer & Oettingen, 2012; Oettingen et al., 2001). By contrast, we

have made an operational distinction between the two. Furthermore, our

within‐subjects comparison reaffirms that an individual can adopt

contrasting approaches in different self‐regulatory domains (Armor &

Taylor, 1998; Baumeister et al., 2016; Sheppes et al., 2014)—enabling

flexible, adaptive responses in difficult circumstances such as the

pandemic (Mascret, 2020; Panayiotou et al., 2021). Finally, we have

articulated plausible mechanisms by which low subjective control might

moderate the motivational effects of different SRT modes.

These novel developments call for a change of emphasis in the

goal pursuit literature (Milyavskaya & Werner, 2018). Fantasy

realization theory (Oettingen, 1996, 2000, 2012) currently provides

10 | MCCLURE AND COLE



a useful framework for explaining the effects of SRT for highly

controllable goals. However, it falls short when trying to explain how

the same modes of thought operate for less controllable goals. In our

view, a useful next step would be to integrate this theory with

insights from the coping literature, which specifies how different

forms of prospective thought can be adaptive when responding to

unavoidable stressors (Armor & Taylor, 1998; Benight &

Bandura, 2004; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000; S. E. Taylor &

Schneider, 1989). New theoretical developments should also address

individual differences like trait self‐regulation/self‐control (Kokkoris

& Stavrova, 2021; Sevincer et al., 2017) and regulatory focus

(Higgins, 1998), and how these might interact with controllability in

determining self‐regulatory outcomes.

4.4 | Limitations and future directions

Here, we highlight two main limitations of the present study;

arguably the most substantial is the use of self‐reported commitment

as an index of goal pursuit. Although standard practice in the

literature (Oettingen, 2012; Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013), such

subjective measures may be weakly aligned with actual behavior

(Armitage & Conner, 2001; Prestwich et al., 2008). We acknowledge

that our results, while reflecting a rich variety of goal‐related

experience, do not tell us whether each goal was ultimately achieved.

Thus, we cannot be certain that any differences in commitment

scores would translate to observable differences in behavior.

We therefore recommend that future research implement prospec-

tive designs to investigate objective performance outcomes while

varying perceived control (see Sheeran et al., 2003). This would also

enable researchers to gauge how far controllability effects generalize

beyond the present (pandemic) context.

Second, mental contrasting for COVID‐related goals was more

prevalent in women; this unexpected finding warrants further

investigation. Recent research shows that women are more optimistic

than men in their expectations of how the pandemic will progress

(Asimakopoulou et al., 2020; Sobol et al., 2020), and also more

compliant with public health regulations (Sobol et al., 2020). This

evidence is consistent with established understanding of the role of

gender norms in health behaviors (Fleming & Agnew‐Brune, 2015)

and may help to explain our finding of a gender difference in SRT

mode prevalence. However, since SRT mode had no moderating

influence on commitment for COVID‐related goals, our interpreta-

tions have not focussed on this aspect. It will therefore be important

for future research to explore possible gender differences in

spontaneous SRT, as well as continuing to examine effects of gender

on the psychological impact of the pandemic.

4.5 | Conclusions

As predicted, COVID‐related personal goals were perceived as

significantly less controllable than COVID‐unrelated goals in our

sample of UK adults. Furthermore, different SRT modes predomi-

nated when participants described their COVID‐related and

unrelated goals: Dwelling responses were more than twice as likely

for COVID‐related than for unrelated goals; the opposite was true for

indulging responses. Thought mode incidence also depended on

controllability ratings, with less controllable goals being more prone

to evoke dwelling regardless of goal type. When examining

motivational consequences, expectations strongly predicted goal

commitment for both goal types, yet the expectancy‐dependent

benefit of mental contrasting was nonsignificant for COVID‐related

goals. Fundamentally, goals like keeping one's family safe throughout

the pandemic seemed largely outside one's personal control—

arguably promoting threat‐focussed, dwelling responses and altering

the motivational consequences of SRT. Specifically, we suggest that

the relational processing by which mental contrasting usually takes

effect may have been disrupted, undermining its motivational effect.

The present findings call for greater emphasis on controllability as a

contributing factor in self‐regulation and goal pursuit.
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